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Chapter 1

When Primo Verona’s wife, Beatrice, left him for Pasquale Benvenuto, their close friend who ran the delicatessen on the corner of Long and Bloem Streets, Primo cast a spell on Pasquale’s shoes so that ever afterwards their laces would spring undone as he walked out of his front door. It was an easy enough spell to sidestep. Pasquale, unaware that it was magic he was dealing with, merely cursed the quality of modern laces and thereafter wore shoes that did not need them.

Primo also prepared two spells designed to harm Pasquale’s reputation as the best baker and salami maker in Cape Town. One of these would bring sourness to his renowned salami, his salame Fiorentino in particular. The other was to impart the bitterness of aloes to his extraordinary fruited bread and so undermine his culinary confidence.

However, Primo did not activate the two damaging spells; he merely composed them and put them on hold. He withheld them because he was not a malicious magician and had no real wish to harm Pasquale Benvenuto. He wanted only to remind him, often, that Beatrice was a married woman and that she did not belong in another man’s bed. This message Primo hoped the shoelaces would convey.

Creating the spells gave him a certain satisfaction, but the truth was, they did nothing to relieve the feelings of betrayal that he harboured in his heart, for he and Pasquale had been good friends for many years. He could not live without Beatrice and slid into a depression.

Pasquale Benvenuto made such delicious meals that he had driven many competing chefs to hang up their aprons and break wooden spoons in despair. (The suicide of the Montebello’s sous-chef, Riaan Kotze, was attributed to the acrimonious and protracted legal battle fought between him and Pasquale over the origination and proprietorship of the recipe for polenta alla Madiba.)

For Pasquale, the preparation of food was not unlike the creation of a fresco or a painting. His kitchen was his canvas; his pigments were the reds, greens and golds of tomatoes, peperoni, fresh meats, herbs, eggs and cheeses. So accomplished were his culinary compositions, so utterly delicious - to the eye and to the palate - were his baroque combinations of ingredients, that even atheists, when eating at his tables, might be driven to believe that a God did indeed exist - a God of the kitchen - and that his name was Pasquale. One might have a sense too, at Pasquale’s restaurant, that minor gods and benign spirits attended him, for even a bowl of fruit well past its best (pomegranates, black grapes and figs), when served with slices of mild fontina or a sweet provolone, was enough to convert the most Presbyterian of taste buds.

He worked with great confidence and passion, often calling out to his ingredients, urging them, encouraging them towards the masterpiece they were destined to be a part of. He listened to opera or recited poetry as he worked, delivering from memory Shakespearian sonnets as he carved meats and cut up vegetables. His waiters adored him, loved his volatility, were in awe of his skills, never argued about measures or weights when helping in the kitchen, and never, ever, spoke with any favour of other cooks and eateries while in his presence.

Most other cooks, Pasquale believed, worked in only one dimension. They threw ingredients together, without thought of perspective, simply to arrive at a plateful that merely satisfied hunger. Cooks who were artists of the culinary - and he considered himself master of them all - took into account the essentials of depth and balance with every meal prepared. Importantly, they chose their ingredients with great care and combined them with respect and not a little homage.

‘The English cuisine must be the worst in the world,’ he once told Primo when they were discussing the merits of Mediterranean cuisine. ‘Followed shortly by the Russian and then the German. Their offerings are a mere confusion of ingredients.’

They were picnicking in Van Riebeeck Park, the two of them and Beatrice. Pasquale had spread a square of bleached calico over one of the cement tables near the river and laid out a feast of breads (focaccia, filone and schiacciatina), sun-dried tomatoes, roasted brinjals and courgettes, marinated peppers, olive and potato pie, mozzarella and pecorino, wines and mineral water.

‘Just look at the English roast and Yorkshire pudding as an example of gustatory paucity - and don’t raise your eyebrows at my words - or the English sponge cake, for that matter. It’s dry, spiritless food - completely lacking in delicacy. English sponge can never be compared to such as panforte Senese with its moist content of fruits and spices. Or bostrengo, a rice cake full of fruits with rum and coffee and cocoa and honey. Actually, now that we’re talking about it, I think I’ll bake one when we get back. We’ll eat it at midnight tonight. With espresso. And Anisetta.’

He took a mouthful of wine, and continued: ’A tomato served without garlic, without basilico or parsley, has potential, yes. I can’t deny that, because it’s a glorious vegetable. But, we must ask ourselves, does it have character on its own? Yes, indeed, if organically grown and picked when sun-ripened. And can it be rendered tasteless? Certainly - by the many cooks in this city who are guilty, daily, of destroying the very spirit of the poor tomato and then giving its pulped carcass a deceptive Italian name. If there were kitchen justice they would hang for such a crime.

‘Meat not fragranced with rosemary and origanum, not studded with garlic, not marinated in wine, has no character either - it has no innerness. You might as well dry your meat on a campfire. Or roast a cat. Actually, that Devonshire in Constantia serves cat, I’m sure of it. People think they’re eating hare. And they pay for it. God! The world is full of fools.’

‘Let me be the devil’s advocate,’ interrupted Primo. ‘Have you ever tried lamb cooked slowly in its own juices, with no herbs at all, no wine, not even salt and pepper, only onion and carrot, served on plain boiled white rice, or with plain boiled potatoes? There’s something to be said for the simplicity of such a meal.’

‘Simplicity! Don’t be ridiculous!’ exclaimed Pasquale. ‘You’re talking there about food for slaves, for prisoners, for foot soldiers. Not for anyone with taste or discretion. We are both of Roman descent, I remind you of that, Primo. Our cultural make-up is Roman, therefore noble, therefore we eat as I cook. Not the way Saxons and Goths cook. Now, here, try this. Taste this mozzarella with olive oil and fresh tarragon, and revise your opinion of simplicity.’

An onlooker would have noted that the party of three picnickers laughed a lot under the wide expanse of the Cape sky; that they touched each other frequently; that the woman with long loose hair that gleamed in the sunlight was exceedingly beautiful; that she had taken off her shoes and was paddling in the shallow waters of the river while the men had their animated discussion. It would have been clear that this was a friendship strong and good. It would also have been obvious, from the way each man glanced occasionally at the woman, as she moved through the rippling of light and shadow created by the overhanging milkwoods and wild olives, that both cared deeply for her.

Although such dishes as his lasagna verde, ossobuco, polenta pasticciata and vitello alla Genovese were legendary and without rival, Pasquale’s fame rested on the salami he cured and his fragrant fruited breads. ‘My father’s legacy’ was how he referred to the breads. ‘Some fathers leave behind money and property. My father gave me the recipe for fruited bread. I could wish for nothing more. But he did give me more, as you see. He gave me my art form. He taught me to cure salami and to cook unspeakably delicious food. I learnt from him how to turn the mere beating of eggs and sugar into sonnets, and the whipping of cream, lightly flavoured with vanilla, into ballads. Mind you, my looks too are his. So I have a lot to be grateful for.’

Pasquale had no time for people who counted calories, who fussed about what was fattening, and who thought creams and butters were unhealthy. Guilt, he maintained, belonged only to the religious - it had no place at the table, and certainly not over the meals he cooked. Food, as far as he was concerned, was to be eaten for the pleasure of it. Servings should be generous and, however much one ate, one ought never to deny oneself the gratification of dessert. A little sweetness and then a bitter coffee were the way to round off a good meal.

His delicatessen and bar, Da Pasquale, stood last in line of a row of Victorian shops that had been restored but never modernized and so retained their architectural charm. It was a favourite meeting place of the local community, a nexus of social energy, open every day from ten in the morning until ten at night and, more often than not, always full. Pasquale’s waiters, Lovemore and Dambudzo, were assisted by several student casuals in serving coffees, cakes, meals and drinks to patrons with seemingly insatiable appetites. At weekends the violinist, Lazar, played from a repertoire of Spanish, gypsy, Italian and Greek compositions. He sent music spiralling among the drinking and dining patrons; fusing with the clink of goblets; mellowing the clatter of cutlery and crockery; harmonizing with laughter and chatter; never intruding but always touching hearts lightly so that people felt good being where they were, and lingered long after their meal was done.

Every Saturday night, at ten, Long Street’s prominent merchants and proprietors took over the window table to play poker. They dressed for the occasion in black suits, with black waistcoats and black satin ties held down by diamond - studded pins, playing into the early hours - Da Pasquale stayed open until the last hand. The only woman among them, Romana of Romana Florist, also wore black - ritually the same antique full-length velvet dress with ivory silk collar and cuffs.

Pasquale never gambled, though he enjoyed the tension of the often fast and ruthless hands. Primo and Beatrice, when they were all still friends, would also share the evening, as did Dr Adam Baldinger, the local general practitioner - a tall, dark-haired, stately gentleman, never seen without his long black trench coat. These three did not gamble either. Beatrice worked at the bar while Primo, Pasquale and the doctor, debating and discussing philosophical and theological matters, drank espresso - Pasquale’s laced with Strega.

The questions that recurred most frequently concerned good and evil and the nature of God: Why did evil exist? Was it an external force, an intrusive influence? Was there indeed a Devil at work, upsetting God’s plan of perfection? Or was the human soul intrinsically evil? Was God really all - powerful? Or was the notion of the Divine merely an existential legend, a legend seeded and nurtured by religious leaders in pursuit of their own omnipotence?

These questions and their answers struck each other like swords clashing, sending sparks of iron to iron flying about, resolving little but exploring the deep cavities of philosophical and theological debate nonetheless.

‘Evil exists, yes!’ Pasquale would shout. ‘It’s called slap chips and steak. And Hell exists too, at the Holiday Tavern buffet!’

‘Perhaps evil is an external energy,’ Dr Baldinger would offer. ‘An energy which enters the human psyche at certain times of collective stress, like times of war and conflict. Or could evil be seen to be our infidelities? Our betrayals? Our dishonesties? These negatives which cause harm to others on a greater or lesser scale?’

‘Evil is surely just our inhumanity - man to man, man to beast - issues with which God seems not to be bothered,’ Primo would suggest. ‘It was once believed that sin was the causal agent of disease and calamity and that, in the absence of verifiable wrongdoing, witchcraft and devilry were at play. People called upon God for miracles and redemption. Yet God seemed often, and still seems in modern times, to be absent. Or at least distracted.’

‘About the existence of God, I’m not so sure,’ Pasquale would argue. ‘No religion has adequately interpreted, for me at any rate, the force of God. If I accepted that there is a God, I would still doubt that he is omnipotent, omnipresent, all-pervading, as religions would have us believe. How do we answer for war and mass destruction, if God is all-powerful? Would a caring God not intervene to prevent such horrors?’

‘But perhaps God is not caring!’ Dr Baldinger would exclaim. ‘Why should God care? Why should a Divine force be bothered with the human condition? You know, there is a Yiddish saying - God is not kind. God is not your uncle. God is storm and fire aplenty!’

‘God is not your uncle! I like that. Beatrice! Please, the doctor needs a whisky for his wisdom. Primo, more water? When are you going to learn that water is for fields and fishes? At least take a drop of wine with it. Beatrice! Pour me a Cointreau, please. And we need something to eat. Where are all my waiters? Dambudzo! That spinach tart - is there any left? What happened to those stuffed anchovies? Lovemore? Have you gone home already?’

Thus the magician, the doctor and the master cook challenged one another, often furiously, while alongside them the poker hands of Long Street’s businessmen flashed as players cursed, shouted or exclaimed with satisfaction.

There is good magic and there is bad. Primo, a born visionary and soothsayer, worked in good. With his well - honed supernatural skills he could correct imbalances between negative and positive energies and predict the future (though he never read his own or that of his family). He restored positive vibrations to rooms and houses where conflict or death had left residual negativity. People came from far and wide to have their future clarified and to ask his advice. The police regularly called on him to trace missing children.

His readings of the future were clear and accurate, though he took it upon himself to edit them, toning down bad news and never delivering foreknowledge of death. He did not charge for his services, believing that to put a price on his clairvoyance would reduce its energy. Instead he accepted donations. He kept a bronze urn at the entrance of his consulting room into which his clients dropped generous wads of notes, so he was never short of money. Some also brought him carefully chosen gifts: trays of halva and baklava; portions of tiramisu; bowls of chopped herring; slices of honey cake and fruited breads. All bought from Da Pasquale.

Primo’s first experience of premonition happened before birth, when, in his mother’s womb, he had a vision of her untimely death. His mother’s midwife reported that he was born crying inconsolably, clinging to his umbilical cord. She had to wrench open his little fists, so tight was their grasp.

‘It was a sign, a sign. He knew,’ the midwife announced knowingly at his mother’s funeral, while other mothers whispered among themselves and tuttutted with pity. For his mother, wheeling him in his pram when he was but three months old, had misjudged the speed of an oncoming delivery motorcycle as she crossed Wale Street and was struck down. Primo escaped death because she took the impact while the baby carriage shot across the road and came to rest against the pavement. He suffered no harm.

Primo was brought up with much love by his devoted watchmaker father, Eugenio Verona, who was also a collector of clocks and watches, and by his widowed aunt, Lidia. Both were aware of his unique talent and encouraged him towards magic and the supernatural, never letting him doubt his unusual abilities.

His widowed aunt more than filled the role of mother, smothering him with love, care and visionary storytelling. Each night she sat at his bedside and told him wondrous tales of knights and path-finders, of light-bearers, kings and queens and humble folk who championed good and justice. She told her stories with such clarity and magical wonder that the boy could all but see her characters before him on the candlewick bedspread, in the soft glow of his bedside lamp. His aunt’s compelling voice opened the volumes of humankind’s eternal lore and he would fight to stay awake for fear of losing one word or one chapter of her fantastic tales. But, alas, slumber always overtook him and he would tumble into dreams that had a texture not unlike the stories she told.

While his widowed aunt enriched his imagination with the fantastic, his father introduced him to the discoveries and ideas of Galileo, Copernicus, Socrates and other luminaries. ‘These are among the true men, the golden men,’ his father told him. ‘These are the ones whose example we must follow in this transitory life. Not the warmongers, not the mad men who rule the world, but these, the philosophers, the astronomers, the poets, the artists, the explorers - those who hold life in awe, who question, who postulate.’

Eugenio Verona taught his son Hebrew and Latin, not sending him to school until he was eleven, but educating the boy at home. Primo learnt about time and precision and the exact and extraordinary workings of the universe. His father also explained that time and space were infinite and so, early on, Primo came to understand his mortal size in relation to the depth of the cosmos.

On nights when the sky was clear, father and son would look out through their telescope at the universe, marvelling at the great and systematic placement of stars and movement of planets. ‘We are looking at the history of stars, my little one,’ Eugenio told his young son. ‘What we see twinkling from space is but a story from long, long ago - the story of stars. No one knows whether the light we see is from stars that still live. They may be dust already. Or cosmic ash. And in their place there may be million upon million of new stars whose light we two will never see, for their light will only reach our planet when we are long dead.’

In the background of Primo’s enchanted star - and story-filled childhood could be heard the comforting and ever-present tick-tocking of his father’s many clocks.

There was something else in the background, though. Something secret, black and horrible, something seldom spoken about, seldom externalized. It had to do with the darkness of the human soul, for both Primo’s father and his aunt Lidia were survivors of the Nazi Holocaust and neither had properly come to terms with their macabre experiences of that genocide.

Though by day they led composed and seemingly contented lives, at night, during the deep hours of darkness, they were each confronted by recurring grotesque imagery stamped upon their psyches. They never spoke about the hells that clawed at the edges of their sleep, nor about the keen hatred with which men turn upon one another. These nightmares they kept to themselves, gasping in disbelief as they woke each morning to find that they were indeed still alive.

Yet it was all there, the opposite of the good, counterpointing the fantasies and innocence of childhood. Eugenio and Lidia’s experience that evil was a more powerful energy than good, that good was a mere butterfly in the face of a storm, influenced Primo and fuelled his questioning into the nature of these opposing forces and the drama they continually enacted in the arena of the human soul.
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Primo’s house in Kloof Street (the extension of Long) was the last in that road still used as a home. Here he lived and, until Beatrice left him, practised as a soothsayer. In its time the area had been a residential one of good standing, but now most of the houses had either been demolished to make way for high-rise office blocks or renovated to serve as fashionable restaurants and architectural studios. The pavements teemed with opportunistic homeless people who loitered, begged, drank heavily and fought among themselves. Feral street children roamed around in packs. These two groups gave the area an unpleasant undertone.

This was the house Primo had grown up in. Built in the late 1920s, it was semi-detached and single-storeyed. He occupied both sides, using the front door of number 21 as his professional entrance and 21A as his own. Each side had a passage leading down the length of the house to a large farm-style kitchen, Primo’s father having broken through from the kitchen of 21 to that of 21A. There was some duplication: two sinks, two back doors, two built-in credenze, two bathrooms leading off the passage and two deep tiled fireplaces.

On one side were the fridge and stove and a large Oregon pine table with four bentwood kitchen chairs. On the other side stood his father’s reflector telescope, pointed at the skylight, through which Primo still studied the stars and planets. There was also an ottoman couch, faded and in need of re-upholstering. A large worn Bokhara rug, its colours softened by time, covered the wooden floor. Primo’s father had taken down the wall dividing the two back yards. There a garden of shrubs and herbs grew, with a mature mulberry tree in the centre.

Leading off the passage of 21A were the bedroom, lounge and a permanently locked room. In the lounge stood an art-deco sofa with two matching armchairs and a second worn Bokhara. An art-nouveau lamp, its base the curving figure of a woman, was placed in the corner. A display cabinet protected a collection of small porcelain animals, a bag of marbles, a fairly valuable Susie Cooper tea set and a blue Venetian glass jug. On the wall hung framed reproductions of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Beata Beatrix and Evelyn de Morgan’s Aurora Triumphans.

The bedroom was simply furnished with an un-curtained and uncanopied four-poster double bed, a wardrobe - still hung with most of Beatrice’s clothes - and a dressing table, its drawers untidily stuffed with the underwear she had left behind. The window was curtained in thick dusty-pink brocade-like cloth and lace. A large framed photograph taken on their wedding day hung above Primo’s side of the bed. Like all colour photographs processed in the 1970s, it had faded to a dull pinky-brown and had a soft romantic quality to it. Primo and his beautiful bride posed in the centre of the wedding party, with his father and aunt on one side, and Pasquale’s parents on the other. Around them stood a large group of friends and the rabbi, immortalized in their laughter of the moment. On the left, behind a low wall, clustered a group of ragged street people. If one looked closely at the photograph, Pasquale, wearing a well-cut suit, could be seen in the background, leaving the group.

When Beatrice lived at home the photograph stood on her dressing table. It was the only thing Primo had moved after she left.

The lounge of number 21 served as Primo’s study. Here were an armchair, upholstered in Sanderson linen, a typist’s chair and a desk piled with books and journals. Bookshelves lined the walls. Crystals hanging at the window caught the late-afternoon sun, splintering it into rainbows.

The room that Primo’s aunt had used as a pantry on the 21 side was now his consulting room. Its window, which looked onto the well-trafficked Kloof Street, was curtained in red velvet. Two chairs faced each other across a round table on which were placed a crystal ball and a pack of Tarot cards. Wrought-iron sconces, holding ten candles each, hung on two of the walls.

On this side of the house there was another locked room that no one ever entered.

Primo’s father and aunt, having given Primo a wonderful though somewhat isolated and eccentric childhood, decided, when he reached his mid-twenties and manhood, to die. They felt, when he married Beatrice - whom they had known since she was a little girl, and whom they loved dearly - that their earthly duty to him was done and their reason for living fulfilled. They believed that in death their nightmares would end.

As far as Primo could establish, his father and aunt had just lain down, each on their own bed, and died. They left no notes and there was no violence in their dying. Their deaths, appearing to have been simply a quiet planned falling into deep and eternal sleep, were a great shock to Primo. It had never occurred to him that they would not live to a ripe old age. Also, because they had died together and without explanation, he felt betrayed, abandoned and angry.

Newly married and living in Beatrice’s flat, Primo had come to visit them on the afternoon of their deaths, as he did every day. It was bright and wintry (he remembered the shaft of sunlight on his aunt’s alabaster-like face). The house was filled with the ticking and gonging of his father’s clocks. Not finding his father in the front workshop, he glanced in his bedroom and thought that the still figure, lying on his back, a crocheted blanket across his legs, his hands folded across the chest, a light smile on his lips, was merely asleep.

How unlike his father, Primo had thought, to take a nap. He made his way to the combined kitchen. As usual the table was laid in readiness for his visit and afternoon coffee: cups and saucers set out on the embroidered tablecloth, a plateful of home-made brioche covered with a lace doily, a pot of his aunt’s mulberry jam, a jug of whipped cream, sugar cubes in the bowl. There was no hint of anything untoward, though normally at this time of day his aunt would have been in the back yard tending her garden, and there would certainly have been something good simmering on the stove.

Primo walked down the second passage to the room he had shared with his aunt and which, since his marriage, was now her own. His aunt was lying on her bed in exactly the same position as his father. Now Primo realized something was wrong.

‘Zia Lidia,’ he whispered from the doorway, and again, louder, ‘Zia Lidia.’ But she did not stir. Her face, white and still, the shaft of winter sunlight accentuating its morbidity, frightened him.

He walked back to his father’s room and stood at the bedside. His father’s eyes were not fully closed. Primo touched his cold forehead, noticing white dry saliva at the edge of his lips, and felt ill.

After the inquest - which revealed nothing - and, the funeral, Primo locked and never again entered the bedroom he had shared with his aunt. He locked his father’s workshop and left the many clocks to run down, so the rhythmic sounds of time passing, which Primo had known throughout his life, grew silent.

He decided, with Beatrice, to move back home. After gutting his aunt’s pantry on the 21 side and transforming it into a consulting room, they repainted the entire house and refurnished his father’s bedroom. Beatrice bought new linen and hung up the two Pre-Raphaelite reproductions. Then they got on with life together, with much sadness at first, for there was an emptiness now, without the old people. Beatrice mourned them as much as Primo did for theirs had been like a second home to her.

When she left him for Pasquale, Beatrice had not given Primo warning either, and the pattern of her leaving had a disturbing resonance. He had just returned from the Namib desert - where he had gone to buy crystals - and found her gone. Unlike his father and aunt, she had taken some of her clothes. Like them, she left no note of explanation. Instead she had told him, when he phoned looking for her (at exactly seven in the morning - he remembered this small detail), that she was with Pasquale. It was as simple as that. What he could not remember was whether she had said for how long she would be away, or why she had left him, or whether he had done her wrong. All this was erased by the tsunami of emotions that overwhelmed him as he put down the phone.

Abandoned again, he had sat at the kitchen table and cried.

The community to which Primo, Beatrice and Pasquale belonged was a mixed one, but its core consisted of Italians and Jews who ran small businesses in Long Street, between Wale Street and the Buitensingel intersection leading to Kloof Street. It was a close-knit community of traders, financiers and restaurateurs whose parents had left Europe before or after World War II and sailed to Cape Town. They had set up shops and businesses (living upstairs) in a Long Street which was at the time run-down and not as fashionable as it would become in later years (though it would always retain a seedy side).

Long Street, lined by double-storeyed Victorian buildings, some classic and some modernized, had always been busy and noisy, but over the years the focus and content of its shops, and the type of businesses that operated from it, changed. Sack General Dealer, once a housewife’s paradise of kitchen utensils and haberdashery, was now Sack Antiques. Stern News Agency was now Stern Cartographer and here one could find, among the files and boxes of yellowed maps of worlds once unknown, ancient Portuguese navigational charts of the coasts of Africa, salvaged from the ruined libraries of Angola. Solomon’s Pawn Shop had evolved into Solomon Financial Services. Biccari Jewellers, which dealt primarily in diamonds, had its beginnings in scrap metals. Only Baldinger’s Apothecary had not changed and, with its late-Edwardian interior and collection of original jars and tubs, was now a veritable museum of pharmaceutical dispensing. It was run by Alexia, the wife of Dr Adam Baldinger.

There were more restaurants than in the old days, and the clubs that had opened in the late 1940s to cater for ex-servicemen were now up-market and attracted professionals and high earners. A heady cosmopolitan atmosphere was generated by the genteel Maginty’s Cigar Bar, the lively Bregman’s Afrika that served West African cuisine, the serene vegetarian restaurant, Emerich’s Bliss, and the warm, passionate Da Pasquale. These restaurants stood in line with Tafelberg Bottle Store, Clarke’s Antiquarian Bookshop and Romana Florist, across the road from Sissy-and-Esquire (a clothing and body-decor emporium) and Stairway to Paradise, a brothel run by Pasquale’s sister, Virginia.

Some of the upstairs apartments had been converted to backpacker lodges and drew many young foreign tourists to the area. These travellers were occasionally mugged and robbed, for, though this part of Cape Town was trendy and wealthy, gangs of street children and vagrants roamed here too, as did criminals and a host of illegal immigrants trying to wrest control of the vibrant drug trade from local merchants.

Although Primo and Pasquale were deeply fond of each other and had been close since childhood, theirs was, on the face of it, an unlikely friendship. They both loved poetry and philosophical debate, but where Primo was a quiet, introspective, rather shy person, Pasquale was passionate, volatile, noisy and energetic. Pasquale drank too much, while Primo never touched alcohol.

They were both striking in their looks - tall, well-built and attractive to women. Though Pasquale used this to his advantage, Primo gave it no attention. Pasquale dressed elegantly, chose his clothes well, had a personal tailor, enjoyed his body, fragranced himself with expensive colognes, always took note of his reflection when passing a mirror; Primo dressed conservatively and modestly in linen suits, or cargo pants with plain cotton shirts, his only break in style being the purple velvet cloak he wore while consulting.

As adolescents, just out of school, they had been conscripted to the army and served together in Angola, where they were exposed to the frank horror of war. Here their innocence was shattered and the idyllic world of their young lives splintered before their eyes. War came upon them as a great and marauding slayer of everything good, sparing them nothing of its brute demeanour, hiding none of its harsh truths. It wounded their spirits and scarred them each deeply and indelibly, though differently. They would carry these markings for the rest of their days - Pasquale occasionally violently reliving the horrors he had been exposed to, Primo internalizing and suffering over them.

Pasquale adventured through many romantic liaisons and affairs, but Primo did not. Nor did he give much thought to love and relationships, seeming not to notice when women flattered him and so never responding to their flirtations. Until one day, browsing in Sack Antiques, he came across a reproduction of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Beata Beatrix and, seeing in it a beautiful and haunting resemblance to the real Beatrice, felt a new deep emotion stir within himself, and realized that he loved her.

Primo bought the painting, and another, Evelyn de Morgan’s Aurora Triumphans, not because the subjects of this second picture showed any resemblance to Beatrice, but because he found the three angels it portrayed beguiling. He had both wrapped and ribboned, and invited Beatrice to meet him at the third bench in Government Avenue, where, under the oaks and watched by squirrels, he presented them to her and asked her to marry him.

He knew that Beatrice and Pasquale were lovers, but he also knew that Pasquale made love to many others and that he had no intention of ever marrying Beatrice. Primo’s proposal was well planned and rehearsed. He intended to recite, in Latin, the poem De Acme et Septimio
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